In many species male sexual characteristics are known to be affected negatively by parasites, which render their hosts unattractive to females, but how parasites affect the mating decisions of their female hosts has received little attention. The monogenean parasite Gyrodactylus turnbulli reduces the sexual display and colour intensity of male guppies, Poecilia reticulata, which makes them less attractive to females. Here, I examine how these parasites affect the mate choice behaviour of their female hosts. Virgin females were experimentally exposed to G. turnbulli and allowed to choose between an attractive and an unattractive male in a simultaneous choice test. Infected females were significantly less discriminatory than healthy ones and their level of activity during choice trials was reduced with increasing parasite load, suggesting an energetic constraint imposed by the parasites. This result implies that sexual selection pressure for male showiness is diminished, which is consistent with recent theoretical models.
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Since Hamilton & Zuk (1982) published their handicap hypothesis, which suggests that females prefer showy males because showiness reveals resistance to parasites, much effort has been put into investigating the effect of parasites on male ornaments (e.g. Kennedy et al. 1987; Milinski & Bakker 1990; Møller 1990; Zuk et al. 1990; Burley et al. 1991; Johnson & Boyce 1991; Houde & Torio 1992; Ló pez 1998a, b) . However, the question of how parasitism affects female mate choice for such ornamented males has received very little attention (Poulin 1994; Poulin & Vickery 1996) .
Parasites could alter a female's choosiness in two ways: (1) by directly affecting her decision making; or (2) by weakening the female and thereby imposing an energetic cost on her. The first mechanism could evolve if the parasite's interests are different from the host's (Milinski 1990), for example if its female host does not choose the showiest males. If the second mechanism occurs, the parasitized female suffers an energy loss and will therefore be less likely to engage in costly mate assessment behaviour or in resisting unwanted males, than a healthy female. In a theoretical analysis, Real (1990) predicted that, when the costs of mate sampling and choosing are increased, a female should sample less and be less choosy. Milinski & Bakker (1992) tested this prediction on sticklebacks, Gasterosteus aculeatus, and found that with increasing time and energy costs of moving between males (females had to swim against a current), previously unattractive males became highly acceptable. Similarly, a weakening effect of parasites could lead to reduced mate selectivity in infected females.
Whether the effect of parasites on female choice is explained via the first or second mechanism, or both, the consequences for the handicap theory remain the same: recent theoretical models predict that such an effect would diminish sexual selection pressure on male showiness (Poulin & Vickery 1996) . In the present study I examined the effect of Gyrodactylus turnbulli, a common parasite of guppies, Poecilia reticulata, on female mate choice behaviour.
Guppies are polygamous live-bearers with internal fertilization and breed throughout the year. Male guppies from the Paria River in Trinidad have large orange spots. Females from this population base their mate choice on the intensity of the orange colour and on the sigmoid display rates of males (Kennedy et al. 1987; Houde & Torio 1992; Ló pez 1998a) . Males can adopt two alternative strategies to achieve copulations: they can try to persuade females to mate with them by courting in front of them, vibrating and bending their bodies in an arch shape (termed sigmoid displays), or they can try to sneak a copulation (Farr 1989; Magurran & Seghers 1990; Godin 1995) . Females invariably try to resist sneaky males by fleeing from them. Males often follow such fleeing females obstinately, attempting to force a copulation. Displaying males are mostly ignored, but sometimes accepted by receptive females. When a female accepts a particular male, she smoothly glides towards him. Male and female then start swimming rapidly together in circles, until the male moves behind and below her to insert his gonopodium and transfer sperm (e.g. Liley
